
Smith’s Longspur in Ohio
finding and identifying 



Smith’s Longspur in Ohio
finding and identifying 

cover photo copyright Dane Adams
Adult male Smith’s Longspur, Washburn Road, Wyandot County, April 26th, 2010 
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Can you find the adult male and adult female Smith’s Longspurs in the above photo? 
Hint: male is in the left main row, female is in the right row. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. JEN BRUMFIELD. FIND



Smith’s Longspur HABITAT

Extensive cornfield, 1 mile by 1 mile. Corn stalk height from .5’ to 1.5’. Matted rows of cornstubble containing mixed grasses/
seeds; most importantly patches of foxtail grass. At center, note the large matt of foxtail grass.  JEN BRUMFIELD. 



West end of the same cornfield, with another large, dense, matted patch of foxtail grass at center. Across the board, from 
Illinois to Indiana and Ohio, foxtail grass is considered a key food source during spring migration. JEN BRUMFIELD. 

Cornfield on Washburn Road, Wyandot County, with large patch of foxtail and intermittant muddy pools. JEN BRUMFIELD. 



Richard Crossley walking south along
Washburn Road, Wyandot county, on 
April 26th, 2010. The west side of the 
road (on the right) consists of solid 
cornstubble and foxtail grass patches, 
and muddy pools of water. The 
east side of the road (left) is almost 
completely bare earth, with very little 
cornstubble, and proportionately 
fewer species of birds. 

Birds found on the bare earth field: 
a few Horned Larks. 

Birds found in the cornstubble field: 
American Pipit, Horned Lark, Lapland 
and Smith’s Longspurs, Pectoral 
Sandpipers, Lesser Yellowlegs.

JEN BRUMFIELD

Washburn Road cornfield showing comparative height of stubble to human: Richard Crossley, as he photographs a female 
Smith’s Longspur just ahead as it crouches low in the middle of a row. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. JEN BRUMFIELD. 



Female Smith’s Longspur circled at right. Washburn Road, April 26, 2010. JEN BRUMFIELD.   Close-up of foxtail grass seed heads, averaging 1 to 5 inches long.  JEN BRUMFIELD 2010. 



Female Smith’s Longspur, center-left, Washburn Road, April 26, 2010. JEN BRUMFIELD. Female Smith’s Longspur, center-bottom, Washburn Road, April 26, 2010. NOTE: rich orange-ochre belly. JEN BRUMFIELD. 



Camouflage: Why are Smith’s so tricky to find? 
While males are extremely ornate, even downright gaudy in high breeding 
(alternate) plumage, the broken black and white facial markings are, ironically, 
brilliant camouflage as the pattern causes a visual break up in observation. Females, 
while attractive with ochre-buff underparts, are doubly as difficult to pick out in a 
dense line of cornstalks and foxtail. Corn stubble fields are quite a visual nightmare 
of criss-crossing brown lines. The cryptic camouflage of the female Smith’s blends 
seamlessly with corn stubble and mixed dead and browned grasses. The longspur’s 
rodent-like feeding behavior also makes it low profile, as it crouches horizontal to the 
ground and creeps, scurries and waddles its way cryptically through rows of corn and 
plow ruts. 

While the bold pattern on the male may seem like it would make the bird more 
exposed to observers, the pattern actually visually breaks up the profile of the 
longspur when it is hiding on the ground, much like the black and white barring on 
the chest of a Killdeer. 

An aside, for a moment, on disruptive and “dazzle” camouflage as illustrated well in 
male Smith’s Longspur (and Killdeer for that matter): 

“Disruptive camouflage is not intended to blend into the environment, and in fact often 
involves bright, eye-catching colors that would be the antithesis of cryptic camouflage. 
Disruptive camouflage seeks to confuse the observer, by providing visual cues that override 
the camouflaged object’s features. This prevents the observer from accurately identifying 
characteristics of the camouflaged object(s), such as shape, size, orientation, and number of 
objects in a group.

Dazzle camouflage, also known as Razzle Dazzle, was a camouflage paint scheme used on 
ships, extensively during World War I and to a lesser extent in World War II. Credited to artist 
Norman Wilkinson, it consisted of a complex pattern of geometric shapes in contrasting 
colors, interrupting and intersecting each other.

At first glance Dazzle seems unlikely camouflage, drawing attention to the ship rather than 
hiding it, but this technique was developed after the Allied Navies were unable to develop 
effective means to disguise ships in all weathers. Dazzle did not conceal the ship but made 
it difficult for the enemy to estimate its type, size, speed and heading. The idea was to 
disrupt the visual rangefinders used for naval artillery. Its purpose was confusion rather than 
concealment. An observer would find it difficult to know exactly whether the stern or the bow 
is in view; and it would be equally difficult to estimate whether the observed vessel is moving 
towards or away from the observer’s position.” – Wikipedia, “Theory of Camouflage”

So, while male Smith’s showing high-breeding plumage may be 
exhibiting a sort of Disruptive or “Dazzle” pattern, females are 
surely demonstrating the classic “cryptic” mode of blending in to 
the environment.  

 “Cryptic camouflage is an attempt to blend into the 
environment and become effectively imperceptible. To do 
this, the camouflaged object must minimize observable 
differences between itself and the background with 
respect to the senses of the target observer. The definitive 
example of camouflage is a cryptic camouflage designed  to 
match the visual appearance of the expected background, 
generally using a mottled pattern of greens and browns to 
match ground and foliage color and break up the outline of the 
camouflaged object.

Blending into the background is a complex task in cases 
where the camouflage is to be effective in a wide range of 
environments; camouflage that works in the arctic, for example, 
is unlikely to work in the jungle, or in the desert. Cryptic 
camouflage must match the colors and spatial frequencies of 
the background to be effective, and may have to suppress non-
visual cues as well.” – Wikipedia “Theory of Camouflage”

SIMILAR SPECIES  Lapland and pipit

The hopeful observer must first be familliar with SMLO identification. In Ohio, confusing common/regular residents are few and far between. It is not 
difficult to eliminate Horned Lark, a species that is likely to be seen within the same environs as Smith’s. Savannah and Vesper Sparrows are strongly-
marked with streaking, above and below, and would create little confusion other than perhaps temporary as one is scanning cornfields for low-
profile and subtle movement of ground-working birds. American Pipit (top right) is certainly similar to female Smith’s Longspur, being wholesomely 
sandy buff-brown below, with streaks on the breast near the shoulders, a pale supercilium, a pale eye-ring, subtle pale edges to the coverts creating 
vague wing bars, and even white outer edges to the tail. Pipit, however, is plain gray-brown on the crown, nape and back, whereas female Smith’s has 
a dark brown crown and is fairly heavily marked with dark brown streaks and spots on the nape, the back, and throughout the wing coverts. Facial 
pattern is distinctly different, with pipit showing a plain brown cheek. Female Smith’s shows a dark brown eyeline connecting to a dark brown malar 
stripe, which ultimately creates a dark border around a PALE whitish/buff cheek. 

    LAPLAND LONGSPUR  |  April 2010. JEN BRUMFIELD.              AMERICAN PIPIT  |  April 2010. JEN BRUMFIELD



Lapland Longspur, April 2010.       Smith’s Longspur, female, April 2010.              Lapland Longspur, April 2010. 

    Lapland Longspur, April 2010. JB         Smith’s Longspur, female, April 2010. JB                    Smith’s Longspur, male, April 2009. Clint Murray

Lapland Longspur (A, C, D) compared to female Smith’s (B, E) and molting male Smith’s (F). In April, Lapland Longspurs will show various stages of molt  just as Smith’s. Yet, a solid 
combination of field marks distinguishes the two species. First and foremost, the UNDERPARTS of Lapland are white, not buff-orange. The FACIAL MARKINGS are key, when not 
given solid looks at the underparts. Lapland shows a rich chestnut-brown nape which contrasts with a pale buff-orange supercillium and dark brown crown. On male Smith’s, the 
nape is rich ORANGE, not dark chestnut-brown. On Lapland, a dark blackish eyeline and malar combine to create a dark outline around a BROWN cheek. On female Smith’s (B, E) 
and male Smith’s (F) note that the cheek is PALE whitish-buff, not rich brown. 

A

D

B

E

A phenomenal photo, illustrating all key field marks. In particular, note the white outer edge to the tail - two full feathers, 
whereas on Lapland, only one outer tail feather shows white. Note also the circular white patch on the shoulder, the fine white 
border on the wing coverts, and the buffy-orange underparts. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. Dane Adams.  



A lucky shot. This open wing spread shows the tell-tale circular white patch on the shoulder. In females, this is not visible 
unless the bird is preening or in flight. Note the rich buff-orange underparts, pale eye-ring, and dark line bordering a pale 
inner cheek patch. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. DANE ADAMS. 

The dark eyeline and dark malar meet to create a dark border around a PALE cheek patch. Shows a whitish ring around eye. April 26th, 2010, OH. 

Dark brown crown, pale moustacial stripe, pale supercilium, and rich buffy-orange underparts. Fine streaking on breast. Jen Brumfield. 



A) Typical female. Overall, a warm buff-brown bird. Un-
derparts are  rich buff-orange. Pale supercillium and pale 
cheek patch. Brown crown and brown outline to pale 
cheek. Typical crouched posture, parallel to ground. 

B) Alert posture, after spending a few minutes preening. 

C) Alert posture. Note that the pale buff-orange throat 
and breast is finely marked with dark brown streaking. 
April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. JEN BRUMFIELD. 
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Females blend in with habitat to an extraordinary degree. Note, again, the rich buffy-orange plumage overall, rich orange on belly 
and flanks, with fine streaking on flanks, sides of breast and throat.  April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. JEN BRUMFIELD. 



Molting male in near-full breeding plumage. Stunning, rich 
orange underparts (belly, flanks, breast, throat, nape) and 
ornate black and white facial pattern. Fine dark streaks still 
apparent on sides of breast near shoulder, and near flanks. 
These streaks will be replaced by solid orange. During molt, 
upperparts - particularly the wing coverts - can appear 
somewhat messy in organization. This individual (immedi-
atley left) shows a white patch near the shoulder, and fresh 
wing coverts growing in, with whitish tips. The white tips 
to the wing coverts will form two distinctive, slim white 
wing bars. April 21, 2009, Indiana. MICHAEL RETTER. 

Molting male, another individual in near-full breeding plumage. Save for the slightly messy facial pattern, and dark streaks near 
the shoulder and on the flanks (partially hidden by cornstalk), this male is well on it’s way to completing a full molt. Compare 
facial pattern to the individual shown on the following page. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. DANE ADAMS. 



A very crisp, near-full-breeding male Smith’s. Ornate head pattern and rich orang below,  from belly to throat. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. JEN BRUMFIELD. 

Male in near-full breeding plumage, showing a large white 
patch on shoulder (not always apparent!) and a fair amount 
of white on face, but with classic bold black lining around 
the white cheek, and a thick white supercillium and black 
crown. Underparts are nearly unmarked rich orange. Many 
molting males can show a rather blackish shoulder, illustrat-
ed well on this individual. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, 
OH. Jen Brumfield. 



Another molting male. Compare to male on previous 
page, a bird that is farther along in its molt into 
breeding plumage. This individual (this page) shows 
the classic, nearly unmarked rich orange underparts, a 
very rich orange nape, and a great amount of white on 
the face. The black outline around the cheek is slightly 
thinner, giving this individual a more white-faced 
appearance. The dark crown is brown, not black, as it 
will become farther along into molt. April 26th, 2010, 
Wyandot County, OH. JEN BRUMFIELD. Same molting male as previous page. Very rich orange below (belly, flanks, breast, throat) and rich orange nape, and a fairly extensive amount 

of white on the face. Note fine white edging to wing coverts, creating slim white wing bars. While this male has not yet reached picture-perfect 
breeding plumage, the strong combination of field marks shown are unmistakable. April 26th, 2010, Wyandot County, OH. JEN BRUMFIELD. 



A far more cryptic-looking, “messier” molting male as compared to the near full breeding plumaged males previously illus-
trated. This individual shows rich orange underparts, particularly on the belly, but the throat is quite pale. The face is bland 
as well, showing more white and less prominent black than males that are farther along into molt. The white white patch 
on the shoulder is partially visible on this bird, and the coverts are tipped in buff-white, creating slim white wing bars. While 
this particular male is certainly in a disheveled state of molt, it is still unmistakable, with combination of orange underparts, 
and a muted but classic facial pattern. March 30, 2007, Montgomery County, Indiana. CLINT MURRAY. 

This male Smith’s is clearly in molt, but is far from 
showing the unmarked, rich orange underparts of 
full breeding plumage. This individual is quite muted 
overall, with just a light wash of buff-orange to the 
underparts and nape. While the facial pattern is quite 
diagnostic, it is not yet stark black and white as shown 
on full breeding males. While all individuals are highly 
variable during March/April, males in early stages of 
molt show dark streaks on the flanks, near the shoul-
ders, and often some spotting on the nape. In general, 
they appear quite similar to females. As they progress 
further in molt, the streaking and spotting will no 
longer show, and will be replaced by vivid, rich orange 
plumage. April 2, 2009, Indiana. MICHAEL RETTER. 

Compared to the individual above, this molting male 
shows distinctly richer patches of orange on the un-
derparts (throat, breast, flanks), yet it is certainly not 
wholesomely orange below as full breeding plum-
aged males. Fairly heavy streaks run down the sides of 
the breast near the shoulder and onto the flanks. This 
streaking will be lost and replaced by immaculate rich 
orange plumage. The facial pattern on this individual 
is quite strong, but is still messy and is not sharply 
contrasting black and immaculate white. Montgom-
ery County, Indiana. CLINT MURRAY. 



A quite classic view of a male Smith’s Longspur paused in the middle of a cornstubble row. On this individual, the circular white wing 
patch is extremely prominent, but note that this is often NOT apparent other than in flight. This individual shows rich orange under-
parts and nape, with a gaudy black and white facial pattern. The upperparts appear quite dark, but the pale white edging to the wing 
coverts creates two visible wing bars. April, Montgomery County, IN. CLINT MURRAY. 

tips for finding SMLO in Ohio
TIME OF THE YEAR
Late March through April is the PEAK of SMLO 
migration through neighboring states. Watch for 
reports on the Illinois and Indiana rare bird alerts.

WEATHER’S ROLE
SMLO is rare in Ohio. Weather systems with SSW winds 
will help push the species eastward and into the 
western border counties of Ohio. 

HABITAT / WHERE
EXTENSIVE CORNFIELDS containing FOXTAIL GRASS. 
Border counties of Ohio, particularly around the city of 
Rockford, in Mercer County. The flock of 13 individuals 
immediately south of Killdeer Plains in Wyandot 
County, April 26, was very, very far east for this species. 
MAP ON THE RIGHT shows the best counties to search. 
Darkest green means highest percent chance. Key 
counties are BORDER COUNTIES with Indiana, including 
Van Wert, Mercer, Mercer, Paulding, Darke. 

CALL NOTE
Study the CALL NOTES of both Smith’s and Lapland
Longspurs. This is absolutely imperative to your 
success. 



April 2010. CLINT MURRAY     April 2009. MICHAEL RETTER             Lapland Longspur, April 2010. 

    Lapland Longspur, April 2010. JB         Smith’s Longspur, female, April 2010. JB                    Smith’s Longspur, male, April 2009. Clint Murray

COMPARISON OF MALES IN VARIOUS STAGES OF MOLT
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SMITH’S LONGSPUR IN FLIGHT

Longspurs flush easily and will often form tight flocks weilding around in the air. In flight, Smith’s Longspur shows bold 
white circular patches on the “shoulders.” Lapland does not. With patience and determination, you can see this mark on 
birds in flight, sometimes fairly well. 


